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this takes place by means of intercourse with a member of the opposite
sex. While, physiologically speaking, there is no reason to believe auto-
eroticism to be harmful, psychologically it may or may not be, depending
upon cultural conditioning.
The culturization of sexual life is all-important to the individual's ad-
justment. The practice of autosexuality has for centuries, at least in Chris-
tian society, been overlaid with heavy taboos; and it is only in recent
decades, under the influence of medical science, on the one hand, and of
the loosening of religious-moral bonds, on the other, that we are coming
to a new and doubtless saner view of the matter. Related to the person-
ality of the single woman, the practice takes on added importance as
affording her a direct outlet for her perfectly natural biological impulses.
Before discussing the psychological effects on single women let us ask
how extensive such practices are among them. There are very few ade-
quate data on autoeroticism. Because of traditional taboos many people
deny ever having indulged in such activity. Dickinson reports that even
in the face of unmistakable anatomical evidence of such practices many
of his single women patients denied masturbation, and doubtless other
gynecologists could confirm his statement. Not only is it hard to get the
facts about autoeroticism, but it is difficult to know whether one sex
tends to practice it more frequently than the other.
Two studies (Dickinson and Beam, 1934, and K. B. Davis, 1929)
throw light on our problem, and we shall draw upon their findings for
the present discussion. As a section of her larger study Davis undertook
to discover the extent and nature of autoerotic practices among the-un-
married women of her sample. She defined autoeroticism very broadly
to include sexual daydreams or reveries sufficient to induce sexual excite-
ment as well as manipulation of the sex organs to bring about overt reac-
tion, Dickinson, in contrast, apparently confined his discussion to data
from patients who showed anatomical evidence of overt excitation only,
although some of his informants told of indulging in reading erotic
books, reveries, and dancing as means of securing satisfaction.
Davis's sample of 1,000 unmarried women, ranging in age from twenty-two to
sixty-eight years, consisted largely of professional and well-educated women. It is
worth noting that, of the 954 who were engaged in gainful employment, only 121,
or 12.7 per cent, failed to find their work "absorbing and satisfactory." Of the 938
who listed masturbation, 30.8 per cent admitted such pracuces at the time of reply-
ing. Since her sample ranged from twenty-two years upward, and since we are con-
cerned with the single woman who falls in the conventional age range ot spin-
sterhood, I have retabulated her data on those who were thirty years of age or
older. Of the 928 persons who reported on this item in her questionnaire and who
also gave their ages, 80. i per cent fall at thirty years or over in age. Of these, 257,
or 34.5 per cent, admitted the practice of autoeroticism at the time of report!ngj 229,